CHAPTER H
THE IRISH NATIONAL LITERATURE
pERHAPS the most remarkable fact in relation to
native Irish literature is the continuous care with
which it was cherished and supported by the Gaelic people.
They have had, and they have, an almost exaggerated sense
of the importance of the past. The poet to them was not
so much a maker as a recorder : not a deviser of stories,
but one who could put new life through skilful words into
actions that passed long ago. Literature maintained the
national life, and for that reason the rulers of the com-
munity maintained those who preserved the literature, or
who added to it by poems praising some new feat, or
satirizing something which the Irish were taught to despise.
Transmission was by memory, and even after the art of
writing was widely known and used throughout Ireland, the
fully trained poet, who had reached the highest degree in
his order, was bound to have by heart three hundred and
fifty of the sagas. Patrick, when he came on his mission to
Ireland, found the poets established in full power; and it
was part of his wisdom that he made friends with them,
Christianity could never have spread as it did in Ireland had
the Irish been asked to discard the records of their pagan
past Druidism and the pagan worship connected with it
disappeared; but even while centres of Christian learning
and study were springing up all over Ireland with such
vigour that they soon had importance for all northern
Europe, the old schools of the poets continued; the poet